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changed the wording here as 
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Appendix 2: Participant Details and Profiles 
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Brief profiles of the ten participants by pseudonym.  Minor changes have been 































































































































































































Arlie Hochschild’s framework for analysis (The Managed Heart, 2003) 
encouraged me to explore the hidden networks of emotion work amongst 
higher education lecturers. I bring to my work as a lecturer and researcher, 
many years of experience as a counsellor in a range of contexts and as a 
former manager of support services for women, young people and children. 
My prior experience enabled me to notice and begin to explore some of the 
emotion work scenarios in higher education, and I became concerned about 
the need to support lecturers in this area. I became interested in the extent to 
which lecturers are engaged in emotional labour or emotion work after 
noticing the extent to which colleagues in my own institution and elsewhere 
were experiencing encounters with distressed students.  
 
I am interested in exploring with you the emotional content of your 
interactions with students (not necessarily distressed students) and how you 




Briefly, I would like you to complete the attached Reflective Workbook and 
then meet with me to discuss your reflections in more detail.  
 
I would like you to use the workbook to keep reflective journals to be 
completed as soon as possible after a support session with a student. The 
term ‘support session’ can be interpreted broadly according to your own 
context. Lecturers who took part in a pilot study used both face-to-face and 
email contact for the topic of their reflections. You can use any supportive 
interaction with a student that applies in your context. This might include 
telephone calls as well as face-to-face and email, or any other situation 
where you have given support (whilst I can’t think of any examples I am sure 
there will be a range of occasions, often impromptu, that you might find 
suitable for reflection). 
 
Please document feelings and perspectives as soon as possible after you 
have undertaken a support session with a student. Ideally I would like you to 
complete 5 reflections over the period of the study, but if you don’t have the 
material for this then we could proceed with fewer. 
 
As you know I will be coming to meet with you at an agreed time in order to 
discuss your reflections. I need you to complete the workbook and send it to 
me first so we have an opportunity to reflect together on your documented 
feelings and perspectives.  I must emphasize to you again that it is not my 
intention to judge or assess the work you have done. Some of the lecturers in 
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the pilot study said they felt a bit vulnerable about some of the feelings they 
had documented, but I was able to assure them that I have had similar 
thoughts about my own practice. Whilst bearing in mind that the data we 
produce is for my thesis, and therefore I am in the role of 
facilitator/researcher, I am interested in exploring your reflections as a fellow 
practitioner and it is likely that some of your scenarios will be familiar to me 
from my own practice. 
 
To try to avoid overwhelming you with the task of producing reflective 
journals, the workbook contains prompt sheets that give the opportunity to 
frame and limit the extent of the reflective work involved. You can, of course, 
write as much or as little as you feel necessary. The purpose of the prompt 
sheets is to produce brief data that helps you to recall thoughts and feelings 
at the time of the interaction, which will help you to focus more accurately 
during our meeting on how you felt at the time of your student support 
session. I am sure we all realise that the passage of time can sometimes de-




All data will be reproduced anonymously. Whilst your responses will not be 
confidential as such (in that they will be reported anonymously in my thesis 
and associated papers submitted to academic journals) they will be written in 
such a way that you cannot be identified. I will be using participant validation 
to check with you (probably via email) that you agree the data is an accurate 
report of what you said or wrote. I will also check with you that neither you 
nor anyone else can be identified by anything I have written. This is a very 
important principle of my work, and is part of me treating you with respect as 




If I have not already agreed a date and time for our meeting, then I will be 
doing so very soon. All I ask is that we have a private room without 
interruption for an interview I anticipate will last not much more than one 
hour. 
 
If we subsequently need to discuss anything else that cannot be dealt with 
via phone or email, I will be happy to come and meet with you again but I 
expect in most cases that we will just need the one meeting. 
 
5. Your Valuable Contribution 
 
I feel I need to acknowledge the fact that you are giving your time and effort 
to take part in this study, and I would like to say that in doing so you will be 
making a big contribution to making my research effective and appropriate in 
drawing attention to the emotion work we all undertake as lecturers. I hope 
that the outcomes of the research project will go some way to explaining to 
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our institutions the reasons why they should acknowledge and support the 
work that we do. 
 
Lecturers taking part in the pilot found the process useful in helping to reflect 
on the practice of supporting students, and to highlight areas they would like 
to improve. 
 






















Was the interaction planned/unplanned? 
 


















Q3 Brief description of interaction with student (including any skills or           




















































































































































































Purpose of Research 
 
The research is being conducted for my EdD thesis at Moray House School 
of Education, Edinburgh University and data may also be used in papers for 









Tel: 07773 796031 
E: jan@agored.fsnet.co.uk 
 
Supervisor at Moray House School of Education 
Edinburgh University 
 
Dr Pat McLaughlin 









Participant Consent Form (to be read in conjunction with Reflective 




I agree to take part in Jan Huyton’s research project on Emotion Work and 
Student Support. 
 
I confirm that I have read the Reflective Workbook and Briefing for 
Participants and have had a discussion with Jan Huyton about the role and 
limitations of the project.  
 
I understand that any data from my participation may be reproduced in Jan 
Huyton’s thesis and/or in any papers submitted for publication in academic 
journals. I understand this reproduced data will be sufficiently anonymous to 
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This paper presents some of the data emerging from an on-going study into 
the experiences of academic staff in student support or personal tutoring 
interactions with individual students. The on-going study uses an emotional 
labour framework (Hochschild, 2003) as a tool for analysis. Alternative 
themes have begun to emerge which might usefully be explored using the 
idea of ‘the academic citizen’ and the ‘service role’ (Macfarlane, 2007). This 
paper begins to interrogate the data using Macfarlane (2007) as a means of 
explaining the continued motivation of academic staff (tutors) to support 
students, despite an apparent failure of employing institutions to exercise a 
duty of care towards staff in the form of training and support. The ‘service 
role’ idea is used to illustrate potential tensions between the research role 
and the student support role, and there is a call for institutions to 





This paper presents outcomes of ongoing research which explores the emotion work experiences of 
academic staff. The study is contextualised in personal tutoring or other forms of supportive 
interactions with individual students in higher education settings. Data were gathered from 101 
responses to an electronic survey circulated via a wide range of higher education institutions and 
networks. The study has generated interest amongst academic staff, academic developers and 
learning support professionals who have an interest in developing the quality of student support and 
the context in which it is delivered. The data contribute to a larger work in progress, which develops a 
critical realist framework for analysing the roles of institutions in developing skills and support 
mechanisms for academic staff carrying out student support work.  
 
Analysis of the work in progress has been influenced by Hochschild (2003) who purports that there are 
three separate discourses relating to the costs and benefits of managing emotion in private life and at 
work. These discourses centre on the nature of labouring that deploys interpersonal skills, rules around 
display of feeling, and the act of managing emotion. According to Hochschild (2003: 89), our capacity 
for empathy and warmth can be put to corporate use when organisational managers set rules about 
how to feel and how to express feeling. Prolonged deployment of emotional labour can lead to a form 
of emotive dissonance whereby we can become estranged from our own genuine feelings. If this 
phenomenon were to be experienced by academic staff, it might affect our ability to feel genuine 
warmth and care towards students. Hochschild’s empirical work is largely focused on flight attendants 
working for a commercial airline, which might make us question its transferability to the higher 
education workplace.  
 
Ogbonna and Harris (2004) conducted interviews with UK higher education lecturers and discovered 
evidence of emotional labouring with effects that resonate with Hochschild’s findings. In some cases 
this appears to have affected lecturers’ motivation to support students, and the study uncovered 
situations in which lecturers described ‘faking it’ as a mechanism for coping with the emotional 
demands of the role: 
 
‘I don’t think it’s feasible for us to care about every single student…it’s a miracle if I can 
remember what degree they’re doing. Pretending to remember their problems and faking 
concern is just a coping response,’ (Lecturer, new university, aged 39). 
 
‘It’s about image – creating a brand of “me”…I have no problem with faking concern about 
students if it gets me another increment [point].’ (Lecturer, new university, aged 27). 
 
                                                                                  (Ogbonna and Harris, 2004: 1197). 
 
 
Interpretation of my own data revealed that most academic staff in the sample remained motivated in 
their role of supporting students. This motivation was articulated by many survey respondents despite 
their experiences of insufficient support or training and unsatisfactory relationships with line managers 
and some colleagues- factors which might be considered to be ‘dissatisfiers’ likely to have a negative 
affect on motivation to work (Hertzberg et al, 1993).  Macfarlane’s notion of ‘the academic citizen’ 
(2007) will be considered as a possible means by which this phenomenon can be analysed. 
 
Electronic Survey Findings 
 
The survey was designed to collect data pertaining to emotion work in support sessions with individual 
students, so its essence lies in individual acts of emotion work.  Unlike Hochschild’s emotion work or 
emotional labour, which was characterised by closely managed corporate display rules for interactions 
in public space, the electronic survey findings describe work that is usually invisible to others, carried 
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out in private space. Many respondents felt this work was viewed by institutions, and by some 
colleagues, as somehow peripheral to the more public acts of learning and teaching activity and 
publication of research.  Many respondents were reporting consequent difficulties arising out of 
inadequate training and support offered by institutions. There was evidence that tutors were finding 
ways of accessing essential skills and support mechanisms for effective ethical performance by 
drawing on resources outside the institutional framework. 83 respondents answered a question about 
incidents or periods of time when they had felt the need for more support such as debriefing, 
offloading, or professional supervision to support their individual tutorial work with students. One 
respondent thought it unlikely that anyone would answer ‘no’ to this question. In fact 30 % answered 
‘no’, indicating that problematic scenarios, although in the majority, were by no means universally 
experienced. Of the 70 percent who had felt the need for more support, 49 respondents gave more 
specific details on the nature of the problems the students had brought to them. The vast majority 
related to issues from the students’ personal lives, with a small number being related to study support 
such as specific skills or engagement issues. Of the personal issues, those coming under a broad 
category of mental health were in the majority. Other categories included physical illness; 
suicide/suicidal thoughts; bereavement; and a range of physical abuse or assault scenarios.  
 
Of 84 responses to a question about resources available when dealing with difficult student support 
scenarios, sources of support varied considerably. By far the most frequent response was that 
colleagues would usually be drawn on for support at difficult times (32 responses).  26 respondents 
drew on pre-existing experiences and skills  -  these responses tended to be from tutors having 
entered the higher education profession from previous professional backgrounds in which 
interpersonal, communication and support skills were a major focus of the job, but no attempts had 
been made by institutions to develop these skills in the higher education context.  The table below 
demonstrates the extent to which tutors drew on their own support mechanisms developed informally 
outside the institutional framework. 
 
Provided by institution   Individual’s own support 
mechanisms 
 
Line manager  11  Colleagues  32 
Professional Supervision 10  Professional Supervision  3 
     Friends    7 
Family   10 
Own skills & experience 26 
 
Total   21   Total  78 
 
Table 1: Sources of support used by tutors in connection with individual student support 
activity 
 
So far the findings have indicated strong evidence of emotion work undertaken regularly by tutors 
working in student support contexts, demonstrated by descriptive data suggestive of willingness to 
work with students on emotional issues that affect their academic progress. Tutors have felt the need 
for more support and training in a number of scenarios which include issues related to study as well as 
physical or mental health. Support systems for tutors appear to be underdeveloped at an institutional 
level, causing dissatisfaction and in some cases distress, yet there was no evidence, in accounts of 
student support work, of the ‘faking it’ mechanisms discovered in Ogbonna and Harris’s sample. This is 
likely to be attributable to the nature of my sample which consisted almost exclusively of tutors who 
expressed an understanding of the role of the role of student support as an essential strand of higher 




Dissatisfaction was expressed in a range of ways in the electronic survey, two respondents explicitly 
stating that it was the workload rather than the nature of student support needs that was at the root of 
their need for support from the institution: 
 
I feel I could support students' needs adequately if there were less students to support as a 
personal tutor. The nature of the course is such that it attracts a particular type of student who 
requires more support than usual, particularly pastoral care. … I feel I could do with some 
kind of training regarding respecting boundaries and dealing with conflict. This might enable 
me to ration out the time given to students more effectively. 
 
Time to do the job properly Awareness raising training - for other personal tutors too 
 
There were other more narrative responses describing specific scenarios in which issues of excessive 
workload might have been implied, but the anonymous nature of the survey means this cannot be 
verified. Emerging data collected via a companion project using interviews and reflective journals with 
higher education tutors indicates that workload issues and work role or task conflict can have a 
detrimental effect on a tutor’s ability to deal effectively with student support scenarios.  In such 
instances tutors report performing according to professional display rules which tended to involve 
mustering the energy and skills to display appropriate behaviour in a meeting or a lecture, despite 
feeling emotionally depleted following a difficult interaction with a student.  This resonates with 
Ogbonna and Harris’s findings (2004: 1185) which argued that ‘the increase in emotional labouring is 
largely a result of the heightened intensification of the academic labour process, which is exacerbated 
by the multiple and sometimes conflicting demands of various stakeholders.’ 
 
Returning to my own survey, 32 respondents detailed specific areas in which more skills or support 
were needed, and the following table details the responses. 
 
Table 2: 
Area of support     Number of responses 
 
Information and resources for referral   8 
Professional supervision     6 
Time/workload issues     4 
Counselling skills      5 
Counselling for staff     3 
Study skills/learning strategies    3 
Discussion forum/information exchange   1 
Designated CPD programmes    1 
General personal tutoring training    1 
 
Total       32 
 
 
Only two per cent of respondents had been unwilling to take on the student support role. 17 % had 
been agreeable with some reservations, and the remaining 81 % had been happy to take on the role. 
Eight respondents reported having had reservations about taking on the role because of lack of 
preparation and training. Other concerns were time factors including the effects of managerial and 
bureaucratic demands; extent of student dependency on personal tutors; and becoming known as ‘the 
one to go to’. By far the majority of respondents had been happy to take on the student support role, 
and 67 of these stated the reasons behind this.  37 felt that student support was integral to the function 
of a member of academic staff. One respondent had been extrinsically motivated to support students 
by the offer of a financial incentive, whilst the remaining 36 described intrinsic motivational factors. Of 
those, 14 felt that supporting students was as important as other aspects of learning and teaching, and 
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19 gave answers that indicated a sense of belief in the importance of supporting students, one 
respondent describing this as a passion.  Two respondents had developed a sense of the importance 
of student support as a result of their own good experiences as students. Only six per cent had been in 
post as tutors for one year or less, with 75 % having been in post five years or more, so responses are 
likely to be grounded in experience of the higher education workplace. 
 
The notion of ‘the academic citizen’ (Macfarlane, 2007) presents possibilities for locating the source of 
this motivation.  Macfarlane describes a ‘service’ role that goes beyond researching and teaching in 
the context of an academic discipline. Such a role includes ‘counselling students’, and ‘mentoring 
colleagues’. Macfarlane argues that such tasks have been trivialised or overlooked by institutions, and 
this resonates with the feelings and experiences of many electronic survey respondents. Many 
considered that their perception of the central importance of the student support role was not shared 
by their employing institutions. This was demonstrated by the fact that only ten per cent of respondents 
felt they had received comprehensive and adequate training for the student support role. 30% reported 
having had little training or no training at all. Whilst this is a cause for concern, it is likely to be 
particularly problematic for tutors who do not have background skills and experiences on which to 
draw. The following responses are indicative of tutors in this situation: 
 
If we do not know the procedure, how do we know if we have done it right (or stop the worry 
of doing something wrong!). 
 
I am an academic, intense personal issues, including being mugged, having prolonged 
medical issues, unwanted pregnancy and autism/aspergers, are difficult to deal with 
essentially untrained. 
 
The system was hurriedly put in place with no prior consultation with staff and no clear model 
of operation. 
 
Yet despite a number of responses of this nature, the overwhelming message appeared to be that 
tutors wanted to ‘do the right thing’ in supporting students or referring them for appropriate support, 
despite some tutors having had to struggle to know what ‘the right thing’ consists of.  
 
Taken in the context of Macfarlane’s ‘academic citizen’ proposition, we might consider this as evidence 
of a ‘service role’ or certainly recognition of a ‘social and moral responsibility’ to support students. Yet 
some felt that by choosing to engage with the student support process they were taking on extra 
workload compared with some colleagues. This situation arose because some colleagues appeared 
not to have developed an ethical or professional understanding of this aspect of the ‘service role’. 
Institutional systems enabled such colleagues to avoid supporting students simply by choosing not to 
engage with the process. There was a feeling that some colleagues would manage to avoid the 
student support scenario by developing a reputation for doing it badly, or simply by absenting 
themselves from their office. There was also resentment that student support avoidance enabled 
colleagues to work on research-related tasks. Some participants felt that they had taken on extra 
student support because they were known to be approachable, and this had been at the expense of 
their own research work. It could perhaps be argued that those engaging with the ‘service role’ of 
supporting students are effectively propping up the research capabilities of some staff. 
 
(Ogbonna and Harris (2004: 1193) found data on a similar theme, but from the perspective of the tutor 
who is attempting to get on with research: 
 
 ‘It can drive you to the point of screaming. You’re in your little “haven of peace” 
really getting into a paper and just when you’re relaxed into that mindset there comes 
the little knock, knock, knock on the door. You then spend twenty minutes smiling 
and charming some kid feeling homesick when inside you’re screaming “Just f**k 
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off and leave me in peace!”’ (Lecturer, old university, aged 31) 
 
There is a danger that data presented in this way, out of its original context’ could be seen as an 
attempt to demonise tutors who find student support problematic. My intention is to illustrate the 
tension between the two activities of research and student support in an attempt to raise awareness 
that institutions may need to acknowledge and address this. 
 
‘Mentoring colleagues’ is another feature of Macfarlane’s ‘service role’ and was touched on in my 
electronic survey data. Tutors frequently reported instances when they would turn to colleagues for 
support at difficult times, and where this type of supportive relationship existed it appeared to be 
largely satisfactory, perhaps indicating a shared sense of ‘service role’ in relationships with colleagues. 
As Table 1 demonstrates, there were only 21 instances of support being offered via institutional 
mechanisms such as line managers or professional supervision. Whilst we might consider peer 
support amongst colleagues as a valuable resource, this form of support, alongside the many other 
forms of support accessed informally from outside the institution, are effectively propping up the 
student support function utilising unpaid and untrained labour.  Whilst immediate colleagues were 
routinely used for support, a small number of survey responses also indicated satisfactory support had 
been received from student support services at the centre of the institution, again via informal rather 
than formalised support mechanisms. Not all respondents were able to access support from 
colleagues, and some reported requesting support from student services or line managers which was 
subsequently refused: 
 
I once tried to get [counselling] from student services but (no surprises, eh?) it is only 
available for students. Staff have no problems? Or it isn’t worth investing in supporting staff? 
 
An incident involving a student disclosure of suicide arose and I was refused supervision by 
my line manager. 
 
There have been other studies (for example Easton and Van Laar, 1995; Owen, 2002) that have 
uncovered similar findings in relation to the need for training and support to be provided for tutors 
working with distressed students, so this is a long-standing issue which, according to my survey data, 
remains unaddressed. Again my purpose here is to raise awareness amongst institutions that they 
have a duty to ensure their tutors are working safely and ethically in student support roles. 
 
Summary and conclusions 
 
Macfarlane’s work on ‘the academic citizen’ and the ‘service role’ has offered a useful framework for 
analysing data emerging from my on-going study. The sense of moral duty is likely to have influenced 
the way in which the ‘academic citizens’ in my study have embraced and continued with supporting 
students, despite some challenging organisational ‘dissatisfiers’. Macfarlane also notes that ‘academic 
citizens’ are more likely to take part in committee work and mentoring colleagues, which could be the 
underpinning motivation that encouraged tutors to take part in my survey, helping a fellow academic 
and making a contribution to research that aims to improve the context in which student support is 
delivered. 
 
The notion of ‘the academic citizen’ has been helpful in sensitising me to some common characteristics 
of tutors taking part in my study. It has also made a contribution to theorising the motivation to support, 
and the unacknowledged consequences of ‘academic citizenship’ which institutions have a duty to 
address.  Hochschild’s emotional labour and emotion work theories continue to present a relevant 
analytical framework for my data. Macfarlane’s ‘academic citizen’ and ‘service role’ add an additional 
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Introduction 
Claims that ‘widening participation’ has resulted in a significant change in the nature and volume of 
student support needs may be well-founded, but the manner in which this phenomenon is expressed 
might imply a deficit model for some students, indicating a largely remedial approach (Earwaker, 1992; 
Marr and Aynsley-Smith, 2006).  Ecclestone (2004: 118) expresses concern that the effects of 
‘therapeutic pedagogy’ can mean students from ‘marginalised’ or ‘disaffected’ groups in society will be 
categorized as ‘unable to cope without support’. An over-emphasis on the individual runs the risk of 
overlooking social and institutional dimensions of identifying and addressing student support needs.
 
This paper refers to data from studies that identify the nature of student support work from the 
perspectives of UK higher education tutors, and includes data from my on-going doctoral research. My 
own sample of 101 electronic survey respondents consisted almost exclusively of tutors who 
expressed an understanding of the role of student support as an essential strand of higher education 
pedagogy.  Yet the data also indicate problems with workload allocation, and lack of training and 
support from institutions. This resonates with earlier studies and suggests these matters remain largely 
unaddressed.  I suggest that perceptions of change in the nature of student support needs might be 
located in the fact that there has not been the increase in appropriate resources required to respond to 
increased participation rates (Macfarlane, 2004).  
 
I also suggest that models of student support and personal tutoring may have been inappropriately 
framed in an individualised model that overlooks the potential role of peer or collective support models. 
Data emerging from my doctoral research have previously been analysed using an emotional 
labour/emotion work framework. This paper presents an initial experimental attempt to analyse the 
data using a model of individualisation (Bauman, 1994; 2000; 2005) and liquid modernity (Bauman, 
2000; 2005) in order to search for alternative explanations to the implied deficit model and to explore 
the relevance of the notion of therapeutic pedagogy.  The issues of workload and of individualisation 
are not unrelated, and we should look to our institutions for resources to address tutor workload 
intensification, staff development needs, and more empowering models of student support,  instead of 
labelling our students, and in some cases our tutors, as exceptionally needy individuals. 
 
The paper is divided into five sections. It begins by presenting some data from an electronic survey 
which forms part of my on-going doctoral research. The theme of workload intensification is taken 
forward from my own data and the work of others. This is followed by a brief exploration of themes 
associated with notions of ‘supercomplexity’ (Barnett, 2000) and ‘liquid modernity’ (Bauman, 2000; 
2005), and goes on to consider the effect of public, collective and private spaces in the student support 
scenario. The paper concludes with some thoughts on ‘a question of time’. 
 
Electronic Survey Data 
Many respondents felt that student support work is viewed by institutions, and by some colleagues, as 
a peripheral activity which often goes unrecognised and unsupported. There were reports of difficulties 
arising out of insufficient or inadequate training and support offered by institutions, relating in particular 
to essential skills and support mechanisms for effective and ethical performance. Of the 83 
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respondents who answered a question about provision of support by institutions, 70 % had 
experienced a need for more support, and 49 respondents gave more specific details on the nature of 
the problems the students had brought to them. The vast majority related to issues from the students’ 
personal lives, a smaller number being related to study support for students. Of the personal issues, 
those coming under a broad category of mental health were in the majority. Other categories included 
physical illness; suicide/suicidal thoughts; bereavement; and a range of physical abuse or assault 
scenarios. Only 10% of all respondents felt they had received comprehensive and adequate training 
for the student support role. The most frequent experience was one of limited training with needs 
largely met (38%). 30% had received no training at all, or extremely limited and inadequate training.   
 
The survey was designed specifically to document one-to-one engagement between tutors and 
students in individualised supportive encounters, so the data reflect that specific scenario. 
Nevertheless the majority of tutors were working with student support models that privileged the 
individual over the collective, support for individual students largely being available from academic staff 
working as personal tutors, programme directors or module leaders, or from individual specialists 
located at the centre of institutions such as mental health advisors, counsellors or learning support 
advisors. 
 
These findings appear to confirm the continued existence of similar scenarios in the higher education 
workplace dating back to the early 1990s (Earwaker, 1992; Easton and Van Laar, 1995; Owen, 2002; 
Ogbonna and Harris, 2004), and also resonate with experiences of academic advisors in the USA 
(Habley, 2000). It is in the more recently published work (Owen, 2002; Ogbonna and Harris, 2004) and 
my own on-going study that the issue of workload intensification begins to emerge more strongly as a 
cause for concern amongst tutors.
 
Workload Intensification 
There were narrative responses to my electronic survey, describing specific scenarios in which issues 
of excessive workload had become problematic. Emerging data collected via a companion project 
using interviews and reflective journals with higher education tutors indicates that workload issues and 
conflicts between work roles or tasks can have a detrimental effect on a tutor’s ability to deal effectively 
with individual student support scenarios. There were occasions when this had been the case for tutors 
who were highly skilled and experienced in psychotherapy and associated professional boundaries, so 
the phenomenon was not exclusively experienced by those who considered themselves insufficiently 
prepared for a student support role. In such instances tutors reported performing according to 
professional display rules which tended to involve mustering the energy and skills to display 
appropriate behaviour in a meeting or a lecture, despite feeling emotionally depleted following a 
difficult interaction with a student.  Other comments related to the pressures of working with large 
numbers of students in need of support, and the associated detrimental effects on the tutor and the 
quality of his or her support work. The following comment is indicative of a number of survey 
responses which make explicit reference to the role of workload: 
I feel I could support students' needs adequately if there were less students to support as a 
personal tutor… I feel I could do with some kind of training regarding respecting boundaries 
and dealing with conflict. This might enable me to ration out the time given to students more 
effectively. 
It would be logical to assume that an increase in student numbers will be accompanied by a 
commensurate increase in the number of students experiencing difficulties relating to issues such as 
mental health, relationships, identity, finance, and specific study-related issues. Owen (2002), when 
describing the policy context of her study into personal tutoring models, refers to the content of the 
1996 Higher Education Quality Council publication which reports on the considerable strain 
experienced by personal tutors working with an increase in student numbers and the increasing 
diversity of the student population. Owen also cites the 1997 Dearing Report which comments 
specifically on the increasing numbers of women, mature learners and part time learners making up 
the student population. Macfarlane (2004: 10) suggests that students are no longer ‘a small, socially 
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homogenous elite’ and that many students now come to university with ‘pragmatic, rather than 
idealistic, goals’, motivated more by career aspirations than a passion for the subject. Whilst I would 
not necessarily make the inference that a student who is pragmatic and career-focused cannot also be 
passionate about their learning, I would suggest that diversity in relation both to the range of social 
groups and the range of professional/vocational learners has resulted in increased numbers of 
students for whom the university has become both educator and mentor. I am referring to students 
who do not have family or community-based reference points or role models on which to draw for 
support;  students who are the first in the family or the community to engage with higher education. 
This does not necessarily make them needy learners or needy individuals, but does imply the need for 
an additional student support role that acknowledges ‘the affective dimensions of learning’ (Beard et al, 
2007: 235).  
Students in the study conducted by Beard et al described an emotional journey that affected all 
aspects of their lives. Increasing numbers of learners who do not have community or family-based 
mentors are likely to seek support in this journey from university-based tutors, some of who may be 
unprepared, in terms of time and space or skills and experience, for taking on this role.  This is 
perhaps a controversial claim to make, particularly when taking account of research findings which 
indicate that many lecturers believe strongly that the skills of being able to relate well to people, and 
therefore become a good personal tutor, are embedded in the skills of teaching (Owen, 2002). I refer, 
however, to my own findings which demonstrate high levels dissatisfaction amongst tutors with their 
own preparedness for the student support role. 
 
Supercomplexity and liquidity: the effect on our students and tutors 
Barnett (2000) is well-known in higher education research communities for his proposition that we must 
now be concerned to take account of the world of supercomplexity for which we are preparing our 
students. In a scenario resonant with Bauman, Barnett (2000: 6) describes how professional life is now 
‘a matter of handling multiple frameworks of understanding, of action and of self-identity. The 
fundamental frameworks by which we might understand the world are multiplying and are often in 
conflict.’  Barnett indicates a role for universities in enabling students to develop their own sense of 
identity and voice. He indicates the need to move much further from a transmission model of education 
– a shift into more discursive teaching that includes both the personal and the interpersonal. Barnett’s 
proposition is suggestive of a form of learning that enables students to develop and practice skills and 
resourcefulness in negotiating their way through supercomplexity. I would argue that this can be 
achieved by facilitating collective learning space through which students can develop productive peer 
relationships. Bauman (2000: 7-8) problematizes ‘an individualized, privatized version of modernity, 
with the burden of pattern-weaving and the responsibility for failure falling primarily on the individual’s 
shoulders’. A shift towards active, collective learning space might enable students to find security and 
safety amongst their peers, and this idea is taken forward in the next section. 
 
Private space, public troubles? 
Using Bauman’s analysis of liquid modernity (2000) and liquid life (2005), I suggest that we are not 
necessarily working with a pronounced change in student support needs associated with particular 
social groups. I propose that the boundaries between public and private domains have become fluid, 
resulting in a more visible discussion of student support interactions. My exploration follows Bauman’s 
(1994:22) proposition that human life has become a privatised existence of individualisation, one in 
which we are ‘sharing space, but not thoughts or sentiments’. Bauman suggests a decline in the 
collective spaces, both spatial and discursive, within which individuals might once have found security 
or safety. Seemingly, unhappy individuals seldom find areas of commonality with others, and continue 
to seek their own individualised remedies. This exposes a process of individualisation whereby 
students retreat to the privatised space of the personal tutorial to seek support, or remedies, for 
personal difficulties. Yet this process of privatised individualisation has also caused the nature and 
volume of student problems to become the subject of collective debate, albeit in an anonymous form, 
via studies such as those referred to in this paper, and more particularly in studies that explore support 
needs from the student perspective. Encounters that take place in private space have, through 
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research into practice, become public knowledge. They have not, however, become public troubles, 
because they remain framed within individualised support models which can have a tendency to 
overlook social, political and structural factors, and institutional responsibilities. 
 
Concluding thoughts 
This paper is entitled ‘a question of time?’ and I wish to take this theme forward in three ways: 
 
Living in a ‘liquid modern’ time 
I have used the work of Bauman and Barnett to explore the idea that students and tutors coexist in 
increasingly complex times in which the nature of understanding, action and identity are changing 
rapidly. Barnett suggests the need to move towards a more empowering model of student learning, 
one in which students are able to demonstrate personal and interpersonal resourcefulness. Bauman 
indicates his belief that we have, instead, moved towards a more individualised rather than collective 
model, and this resonates with Ecclestone’s concerns about therapeutic pedagogy. Such a model 
shifts responsibility from society to the individual, from the institution to the individual staff and students 
within it.  
 
Individualised or collective time and space? 
I have suggested that the ‘widening access’ agenda and the associated diversity of the student 
population has not necessarily brought us more needy learners. Instead I argue that we now have 
increasing numbers of learners who do not have access to mentors or role models in the family or 
community. Consequently the university is the only source of mentoring and support. The prevalence 
of personal tutoring and student support models that promote one-to-one contact between tutor and 
student, overlook the possibility of a more empowering model based on peer support.  Models that 
facilitate peer-led projects could help create supportive learning communities in which students are 
able to demonstrate the resourcefulness and agency advocated by Barnett, and overcome the isolation 
and individual burdens with which Bauman is concerned. 
 
Allocation of time in tutor workload 
There is a risk that a move towards a collective or peer model of student support might erode 
still further the allocation of time for tutors to work with students on support issues, and for 
tutors to access appropriate skills development and support. Institutions must remain alert to 
the fact that a number of studies from the 1990s to the present day have consistently identified 
workload issues and lack of institutional support as problematic in the delivery of student 
support. A move away from the individualised ethos of student support might enable a more 
appropriate model to prepare students for a contemporary career and lifestyle; it may even 
result in a reduction in the number of individual students seeking support from tutors. It will 
not, however, obviate the need for tutors to work in the affective domain with students, and 
there will still be a role for personal tutors. It is time, therefore, for institutions to take on board 
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This discussion paper was developed using data from a research project funded by my own institution 
(UWIC) and also draws on data emerging from my doctoral research. My research explores the 
emotion work undertaken by higher education tutors and the institutional contexts within which it takes 
place. I have used a wide range of literature to develop a framework with which to analyse empirical 
data. This paper uses a very small selection of that literature to develop one of the themes emerging 
from the research – the ethical framework and value base within which support is offered, by higher 
education tutors, to students in individual tutorials.  
 
Noddings (2003: 6) states ‘the primary aim of all education must be nurturance of the ethical ideal’. For 
Noddings the ethical ideal contains three components – ‘dialogue, practice and confirmation’. 
Particular emphasis is placed on the relationship between two parties in a caring educational 
interaction. She labels these parties ‘the cared-for’ and ‘the one-caring’; in the higher education context 
we might reasonably translate these as student and tutor respectively. She also contends that being 
cared for is a significant force in the development of caring individuals (Noddings, 2002) suggesting 
that educational institutions ‘can be deliberately designed to support caring and caring individuals, and 
this is what an ethic of caring suggests should be done’ (2003: 182). Noddings’s ethical ideal of 
‘dialogue, practice and confirmation’ resonates with cyclical models of experiential learning in staff 
development. ‘Confirmation’ might take the form of feedback or ‘dialogue’ via peer or professional 
supervision that indicates to the tutor how well he or she is doing in ‘practice’. This discourse of ‘caring’ 
will not resonate with all colleagues in higher education, many of whom will feel more comfortable with 
a discourse of support that requires us to care about rather than care for our students. Noddings points 
out that, in cases where a student is unresponsive or negative, or has exceptional support needs, the 
caring (or support) process can become burdensome, indicating the need for a process of care for the 
tutor.  I propose that institutions need to ensure they have in place suitable support mechanisms that 
demonstrate they care about the support and development needs of tutors in developing their effective 
and ethical support work with students. This support and development should be located in a 
professionality framework that incorporates accountability and responsibility on the part of higher 
education institutions and tutors. 
 
My ongoing research project examines student-tutor relationships by facilitating the use of reflective 
journals which prompt tutors to explore their practice of working with individual students in tutorial 
settings. The research focuses on support work that takes place in the private space of the individual 
tutorial. This discussion paper draws briefly on initial interviews with tutors as research participants in 
the reflective journal project, and also utilises data collected from an electronic survey, in which almost 
100 higher education tutors from a range of UK institutions and academic disciplines explore issues 
relating to their work supporting individual students. 
 
Macfarlane (2004) is keen to point out that most lecturers acknowledge and negotiate ethical dilemmas 
as part of their higher education teaching practice. Macfarlane’s data, collected from more than 200 
participants via a variety of educational development courses and conferences, demonstrates the 
thoughtful way in which lecturers contend with the ethical issues and dilemmas presented in vignettes 
designed to explore appropriate tutor responses and actions. Some vignettes produced a variety of 
responses which Macfarlane related to individual attitudes and institutional cultures.  We might 
consider the extent to which culture and practice of academic disciplines affect the manner in which 
tutors approach ethical issues and dilemmas. Becher and Trowler (2001: 148) reported a ‘clear 
tendency to view the world from one’s own disciplinary perspective’, but Macfarlane (p126) rejects the 
idea that ‘lecturers stand in starkly opposed camps’ in relation to negotiating the balance between 
emotional engagement and professional distance. Macfarlane finds that most lecturers are aware that 
such dilemmas exist and are prepared to exercise agency in negotiating this balancing act as they 
develop an understanding of their professional practice. This discussion paper considers ways in which 
institutions and individual tutors can develop skills and support mechanisms required for developing 




Data from my electronic survey demonstrate a tendency for tutors to draw on their own experiences 
and resources for developing their student support practice. This was particularly the case for those 
having entered the higher education profession from previous professional backgrounds in which 
interpersonal communication and support skills were a major focus of the job (for example, social work, 
school teaching, nursing and professions allied to medicine). This is supported by findings from a 
companion survey of 30 lecturers on professional youth and community work degree programmes in 
which almost 80 % reported that their youth and community work skills and experience were the only 
resource they had to develop their practice of supporting students. Returning to the main survey, only 
10% of respondents felt they had received comprehensive and adequate training for the student 
support role. 30% had extremely limited training or no training at all. So what of the tutors who do not 
have background skills and experiences on which to draw? The following comments from survey 
respondents are indicative of this situation:  
 
If we do not know the procedure, how do we know if we have done it right (or stop the worry of doing 
something wrong!) 
 
I am an academic, intense personal issues, including being mugged, having prolonged medical issues, 
unwanted pregnancy and autism/aspergers, are difficult to deal with essentially untrained 
 
My reservation is that no real training/support/mentoring is given - you just do it. 
 
When the Personal Academic tutorial system was introduced in my institution, all lecturers were obliged 
to engage in the role of tutor. I was willing to take on the role but felt some form of induction /training 
(particularly in counselling )was needed. The system was hurriedly put in place with no prior 
consultation with staff and no clear model of operation 
 
Student support is simply seen as part of the responsibilities of a lecturer - and yet no formal training is 
provided. This is paradoxical considering the Universities claim to put students first. The longer I am 
involved in teaching the more my reservations about the role of lecturers in student support grows - 
there is a need to sort this issue out now and explicitly delineate the boundaries of the support that 
should be provided by lecturing staff and specialised support staff should do the rest. 
 
Initial interviews with tutors taking part in the reflective journal study tells a similar story.  One tutor 
described how she had been given a booklet outlining the university’s policy on personal tutoring, but 
no further staff development or support. She had developed awareness of how to use active listening 
skills by seeking information from a friend who worked as a counsellor. She had been denied further 
professional development in this area by her line manager.  
 
Another tutor was clearly struggling with an extremely challenging student support workload. This 
appeared to relate to the fact that she was taking on a counselling and support role with students, 
using skills she had developed in a previous professional role. Lack of support from the institution and 
from colleagues meant that she had no means of offloading, or of engaging in discussions that would 
enable her to explore the boundaries of her practice.  
 
Of 84 responses to a question about resources available when dealing with difficult student support 
scenarios, all had some form of support on which to draw, but the source of support varied 
considerably. There were only 21 instances of support being offered via institutional mechanisms such 
as line managers or professional supervision. The data demonstrate that when tutors feel the need for 
care or support for themselves in dealing with stressful or distressing situations with students, this 
tends to come either informally from colleagues or from family and friends. By far the most frequent 
response was that tutors would turn to colleagues for support at difficult times. Initial interviews with 
tutors in the reflective journal study uncovered tremendous dissatisfaction with institutional support 
mechanisms. There were no experiences of support provided at institutional level, and each 
interviewee had one particular colleague who offered a listening ear at difficult times. All interviewees 
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had on many occasions offloaded to their partner or spouse about difficult student support issues, 
which had occasionally compromised student confidentiality. Partners and spouses were being utilised 
to fulfil the unmet support needs of tutors, which effectively meant that the student support function 
was being propped up by unpaid, unacknowledged and untrained labour.  
 
It might be reasonable to assume that this evidence of informal or unofficial support mechanisms is 
indicative of the fact that they are needed. Applying Noddings’s logic we might assume that support 
from colleagues, partners and spouses is part of the essential process of caring for the tutor when the 
student support scenario becomes challenging or burdensome.  Whilst immediate colleagues were 
most commonly used for support, a number of survey responses also indicated satisfactory support 
had been received informally from colleagues working in student support services at the centre of 
institutions. This came in the form of information and advice, or an opportunity to offload.  
 
I have two occasions when students have attempted or threatened suicide. On those occasions I 
contacted the head of Counselling service who was fabulous in the support she offered me.  
 
There have been times when I have felt that a student's problems were beyond my capacity to deal 
with, and I have sought support from the Counselling Service or the Student Medical Practice, both of 
whom have been very helpful. 
 
A student had academic progress issues due to domestic problems. I worked with the undergraduate 
office to support her with this. 
 
 
Not all respondents were able to access support from colleagues, and some reported having 
requested support from student services or line managers which was subsequently refused. The 
following are indicative of survey responses from tutors who have experienced unmet support needs: 
 
One example: acting as personal tutor to a student with obsessive compulsive disorder. Very little 
guidance given from Disability Department. Feeling that really not qualified to offer advice to this 
student, and that could be making matters worse. 
 
Overwhelming number of students with difficult personal problems, ranging from unexpected 
pregnancy to bereavements and illness meant that I felt that I needed to get away from things. 
 
Sometimes one gets upset dealing with students' problem. It is necessary to talk about this. Some 
counselling support for us would be useful. I once tried to get it from student services but (no surprises, 
eh?) it is only available for students. Staff have no problems? Or it isn't worth investing in supporting 
staff? 
  
Suicidal student; felt like I had no-one to talk to and was very stressful 
 
A student who was suicidal - I felt so utterly helpless despite a counselling background and I knew that 
the Uni support was woefully inadequate and this student needed a trained mental health professional. 
  
An incident involving a student disclosure of suicide arose and I was refused supervision by my line 
manager. 
 
Easton and Van Laar (1995) reported on a survey in which 97% of a sample of 231 tutors reported 
having worked with students on support issues including depression, anxiety, relationships and 
loneliness, as well as more practical issues such as finance and accommodation problems. They make 
the point that professionals working with client problems of this nature in settings such as counselling 
or healthcare would usually have in place appropriate training, support and supervision which resonate 
with professional and ethical guidelines. My findings suggest a lack of institutional leadership in 
developing an ethos of student support from which a clear sense of professional and ethical practice 
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can be understood and developed. The SEDA Professional Development Framework offers an 
excellent starting point for this, but I have found very little evidence that this is widely known or made 
use of. 
 
Many survey responses indicated a sense of resentment that student support was located within 
bureaucratic procedures and institutional policy imperatives that had been imposed without 
consultation. Some tutors felt that in order to take forward their ethical understanding of the importance 
of student support, they were having to get by using whatever informal mechanisms they could 
develop. Some felt that by choosing to engage with the student support process they were taking on 
extra workload. This situation arose because some colleagues had not developed an ethical or 
professional understanding of the importance of supporting students, and the system enabled these 
colleagues to avoid supporting students by choosing not to engage with the process. Bureaucratic 
monitoring systems are unsuitable for implementing a process that takes place in private space. 
Successful implementation should be located in developing a sense professional and ethical 
responsibility for supporting students. The lack of a developed sense of professional and ethical 
responsibility also runs the risk of overlooking professional boundaries to deal with power relationships 
and the potential for inappropriate dependency relationships. 
 
Evidence from my research suggests that generally tutors were keen to ‘do the right thing’ in their 
supportive interactions with individual students, but in the absence of a clearly defined sense of 
practice, many struggled with knowing what ‘the right thing’ consisted of. This struggle related both to 
the body of skill and knowledge required for effective practice, and the capacity for exercising sound 
judgement. Macfarlane’s study drew similar conclusions, but we have both worked with samples of 
tutors who were engaged with the notion of ethical practice and higher education pedagogy. Studies of 
this nature cannot really capture the experiences of those who do not have a developed sense of the 
professional and ethical underpinnings of higher education pedagogy, as these individuals are unlikely 
to be motivated to respond. My own sample consisted almost exclusively of tutors who expressed an 
understanding of the role of student support as an essential strand of higher education pedagogy, yet 
many made mention of colleagues who did not share this view. 
 
A virtue ethics model as suggested by MacIntyre (2007) might offer a way forward for professional 
development. This would encourage the development of character traits relative to the perceived role 
and culture of higher education practice, so would need to begin with developing some sense of the 
ethos of student support or personal tutoring. Those engaged with an idea of a higher education 
pedagogy or a sense of how students learn are likely to have developed an understanding of the 
significant impact of a student’s emotional state on the ability to learn (Brockbank and McGill, 2006; 
Beard et al, 2007). There is a role for educational leadership and staff development in ensuring that 
this is more widely understood via the scholarship of learning and teaching in higher education. 
 
Hoyle and John’s definition of professionality (1995) is underpinned by a notion of the responsibility 
that is exercised by teachers and incorporates three elements. These are the body of skill and 
knowledge which is broadly agreed necessary for effective practice; the capacity for exercising sound 
judgement when faced with competing options and demands; and engagement with professional 
development, reflectiveness and ethics in order to ensure the teacher is equipped with the 
competences required to make effective judgements. Macfarlane (2004) and Scott (2004) each point 
out that there is a discrepancy between working with bureaucratic and procedural mechanisms and 
working within an identified framework of ethics. Scott purports that ethics have the potential to act as 
the glue that helps hold together an increasingly diverse higher education system and practice.  It 
could be argued that the idea of a broad collective understanding of the ethics and values of higher 
education would offer the basis of a new professional identity from which higher education tutors can 
speak back to managerialism (Walker, 2001), which might be motivational for those not currently 




One of the planned outcomes of my ongoing research project is the production of a staff development 
framework for the effective development of personal tutoring skills. This will incorporate 
recommendations of the skills and knowledge base for effective practice, the underpinning ethos and 
ethical framework, and recommendations for how institutions should develop an ethic of care and 
support for personal tutors. The tables below present work in progress on developing a professional 
ethical framework for personal tutors, and a framework for institutional responsibility and action. They 
are offered, in this paper, as a framework for discussion, and have been influenced by Macfarlane 




Table 1: Developing Professional Ethical Framework for Personal Tutors 
Underpinning 
Professional Ethic 
Moral Motivation Authenticity 
Trustworthiness Willingness to recognise and 
manage the nature and effects of 
power relationships 
 
Not using our position to cause 
harm to a student, infringe their 
personal rights or to obtain any 
form of personal gratification 
Concern to ensure that emotional 
intelligence is deployed for the 
benefit of enhancing learning and 
teaching, and not used in 
manipulative ways that attempt to 
influence a student’s satisfaction 
with a the institution, the 
curriculum or the tutor 
 
Empathy 
Accepting a role in working with 
students on dealing with personal 
and emotional issues that exist 
outside the pedagogic 





A genuine concern to 
demonstrate understanding and 
helpfulness in enabling students 
to recognise and address 
personal and emotional issues 
that are affecting their ability to 
learn 
Self-awareness 
Willingness and ability to engage 
with reflexivity and reflective 
practice as a means to equipping 
oneself with the competences 
required to make effective 
judgements 
 
Ability to recognise and work 
within appropriate boundaries of 
practice 
Ability to recognise and deal with 
situations that risk putting self-
interest or self-gratification above 
the interests of students 
Collegiality 
Not discussing with students 
criticisms about the practice of 
colleagues 
 
Being sensitive to the support 
needs of colleagues 
 
Engaging in dialogue with 
colleagues that explores the 
nature and boundaries of 
practice 
 
Awareness of the need to 
develop consistency and equity 
in workloads and practice 
A ‘way of being’ that incorporates 
generosity, empathy, 
responsibility and openness, 
enabling a genuine relationship of 




Table 2: Developing framework of institutional responsibilities 
Institutional Responsibility Potential implications 
Facilitate the development of a collectively 
negotiated, discipline-specific ethos of 
personal tutoring that is underpinned by 
pedagogical understanding of the role of 
student support  
 
 
Acceptance that pedagogical and academic 
judgement might sometimes present tensions 
with managerial and bureaucratic compliance 
issues 
 
Recognition that there is a need to develop an 
ethic of responsibility within or alongside 
accountability frameworks 
Develop space (in the form of time and 
physical or virtual environments) in which 
tutors can develop dialogue and discussion 






Staff development for mangers and tutors 
Develop and actively implement appropriate 
formal and informal support mechanisms for 
personal tutors to help avoid ‘burnout’ and to 
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